THE AGE OF SUFFERING

shoulders;  but it was only to  slip  her pyjama-trousers  down  her
thighs.

Because she hoped for nothing from this embrace, because her nerves
were shattered, because she had no expectation of a pleasure that, until
then, had been denied her by the mere fact of awaiting it, and also
because Simon had long experience of the act of love, Marie-Ange knew
that night what she had looked for vainly with other men.

She met physical pleasure as one meets death, by chance or through
inadvertence,, by throwing oneself beneath an unknown vehicle or being
hit by an invisible projectile. It created in her a similar disturbance, a
similar sensation of bursting in the head. She did not know that it
was she who uttered the long cry of one healed by a miracle that
shattered the silence of the house, till Simon fearfully placed his hand
over her mouth. She raised her head, her eyes huge and wild, and then
fell back, wondering if she would ever be cured of this marvellous ill,
and whether her frenzied heart would ever resume its place in her
breast.

"I'm not frigid, now I know I'm not frigid. But why with him?" she
wondered.

And Simon, on his side, was thinking: "She was not a virgin. And
why should she have been? How incredibly fatuous of me to imagine
that a young girl should have an irresistible longing to be deflowered by
me, because of the attractiveness of my fifty years, my pot-belly and my
frog-like head! It's wonderful enough that a young, fresh body should
want me at all. No doubt I owe it to the fact that I'm a Minister."

He managed to hide his disappointment; but the next morning, when
he sat down to his desk, he tore the four lines he had written the even-
ing before into little pieces and threw them into the wastepaper basket
with a shrug of the shoulders. " It's ridiculous writing such foolishness
at my age."

Marie-Ange was singing as she came downstairs. When she saw him,
she made a movement towards him as if to kiss him. And then stopped
short, somewhat embarrassed. He rubbed her neck with his forefinger
and said: "Are you all right, my child?"

He looked less contented than he had done the evening before. "Did
I fail to please him?" she wondered.

In the afternoon he went off in his car, alone this time, on a tour
of his constituency. He came back at dinner-time in excellent humour.
He had done a good day's work among his constituents, and during it
had forgotten Marie-Ange. He felt really happy at finding her there,
sitting on the sofa, her legs curled under her, a book in her hand. There
were double the number of flowers in the room.

"How delightful it is to have her here, to be welcomed by that smile,
that charm of movement, that good humour."

That night he went to her room, which had been Ines's, Marthe's